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Children are one subpopulation that have seen a threefold increase in obesity over the last two 
decades but have received no attention in the menu labeling literature. The purpose of this study 
is to explore the effects of different menu labeling formats on purchases of children’s meals and 
parent-child decision-making at a family-oriented restaurant.  The intervention consists of five 
children’s menus featuring six bundled, nutritionally diverse, and equally priced combinations 
that are implemented over about a year. Accompanying each menu is a survey postcard 
collecting information on the parent-child decision process in choosing the item.  This is ongoing 
research and all data is not in but at this point, the very early evidence points toward child-menu 
labeling having very little impact on food choices and caloric intake.  This result is likely due to 
low parental involvement in the decision process given that children are the main ones deciding 
what to eat. 
 
    The Effect of Alternative Nutrition Menu Labels on Children’s Meals Purchases and 
Parent-Child Decision-Making 
The simultaneous increase in food expenditures away from home and the increase in obesity over 
the last two decades have not gone unnoticed by researchers.  Several studies have established a 
positive link between eating food away from home and obesity (e.g., Niemeier, et al. 2006; 
Binkley, et al. 2000).  The main argument for this association is that food away from home is 
higher in calories, fat, and sodium as documented in several studies (e.g., Guthrie, et al. 2002.; 
Paeratakul, et al. 2003).  In response, the recently passed Health Care Reform Act of 2010, 
requires restaurant establishments with 20 or more locations post “the number of calories 
contained in the standard menu item, as usually prepared and offered for sale…in a clear and 
conspicuous manner,” and with “a succinct statement concerning suggested daily caloric intake” 
(Health Care Reform 2010. Public Law 111-48).  Of course the implicit assumption here is that 
providing nutrition information on menus changes behavior and yet there are only a handful of 
studies looking at the effectiveness of menu labeling.   
Children are one subpopulation that have seen a threefold increase in obesity over the last 
two decades but have received no attention in the menu labeling literature.  There is one study by 
Tandon, et al (2010) where parents of children 3 to 6 years of age were randomized to receive a 
sample McDonald’s menu with or without calorie information and to make hypothetical choices.  
Anyone with children knows that a child’s preferences and a parent’s preferences may be in 
conflict and it is often the interaction of the parent and child in a restaurant setting that ultimately 
determines choices.  Consequently, we are skeptical that this single tightly controlled 
hypothetical study sheds much light on the effectiveness of menu labeling for items a child may 
consume.  More research is needed to better understand the parent-child decision process and effectiveness of alternative nutrition labeling formats in a more realistic environmental context 
(i.e. real purchases, actual restaurants).   
The purpose of this study is to explore the effects of different menu labeling formats on 
purchases of children’s meals and parent-child decision-making at a family-oriented restaurant.  
The intervention consists of five children’s menus featuring six bundled, nutritionally diverse, 
and equally priced combinations: Menu 1 -Control, unmodified menu; Menu 2 - Nutrition 
labeling with calories and fat; Menu 3- Nutrition labeling with a “Healthy Choice Symbol;”  
Menu 4 - Nutrition labeling with a “Nutrition Bargain Price” index; and Menu 5 - Nutrition 
labeling with a “Nutrition Value Price” index .  All of these menu formats can be considered 
examples of explorations into “choice architecture” (Thaler and Sunstein 2008), whereby the 
goal is to determine if the choice architecture (i.e., menu labeling format) matters.  In addition, 
accompanying each menu is a survey postcard collecting information on the parent-child 
decision process in choosing the item and some basic demographic information. 
In the next section we give a brief review of the literature and then turn to our 
experimental setting and the preliminary results.  This is ongoing research and we are presently 
in the middle of these experiments, which are scheduled to be finished in June of 2011. 
Consequently, at this point what can be reported is very limited.  














Current Intervention Protocol 
We are currently working with a local country club (Blacksburg Country Club) that has a paid 
membership of about 600 families.  As part of the membership, the families have access to a 
family dining facility for a fixed fee per month.  The members are required to purchase a 
minimum amount per month ($30) from the restaurant or incur an automatic charge of $30.  An 
advantage of this setting and population, relative to a commercial facility and other studies, is we 
can track purchases by family over time and we have access to some important demographic 
information. 
The manager of the club agreed to allow us to run an experiment consisting of five 
children’s menus featuring six bundled, nutritionally diverse, and equally priced combinations.  
Bundled items, or “combos” were created based on previous sales records and nutritional 
diversity.  The 6 combos are: Combo #1 - Chicken Tenders and Fries; Combo #2 - Mini Pizza 
and Fruit; Combo #3 – Grilled Cheese and Chips; Combo #4 – Spaghetti and Fruit; Combo #5 – 
Hotdog and Applesauce; and Combo #6 – Corndog Nuggets and Celery/carrots.  We have created 5 different menu formats for the experiment (See Figure 1).   Each menu 
is typical of a child’s menu found at a full service restaurant for child’s menus, being a single 
page (8.5” x 13.5”) with available food selections and games in the non-food space.  The price of 
each combo is the same for each combo and remains the same throughout the experiment.  The 5 
menu formats we propose are as follows:  
Control (C) - A reformatted kids menu to serve as the control.  This menu consist of the 6 
combos listing nothing but their brief description and the price, along with games. 
Nutritional Information (I) – Having done a complete nutritional analysis in the process of 
creating the 6 combos, the total calories and total fat content is given on the menu for each of the 
6 combos.  
Healthy Symbol (S) – A ‘healthy’ symbol is assigned to each combo satisfying a minimum 
nutrient score. 
Nutrition Bargain Price (B) – In addition to the regular price, a “nutrition bargain price” is also 
reported for each combo.  The nutrition bargain price is defined on the menu as the price ($4.00) 
÷ nutrition score.  The lower the nutrition bargain price the better the nutrition bargain you get 
for your $4.00. 
Nutrition Adjusted Value (V) – In addition to the regular price, a “nutrition adjusted value” is 
also reported for each combo.  The nutrition adjusted value is defined on the menu as the price 
($4.00) × nutrition score.  The higher the nutrition adjusted value the more nutrition you get for 










The last two menus (B and V) are based the idea of immediacy or present bias as they 
utilize a rather simple design mechanism, or ‘nudge’ in the language of Thaler and Sunstein 
(2008), to combat the well know immediacy problem of present bias (e.g., Halvey 2008; Keren 
and Roelofsma 1995; O’Donoghue and Rabin 2000; Frederick, Loewenstein and O’Donoghue 
2002) by presenting a dollar heath value of the chosen item.  We attempt to exploit these insights 
by making the nutrition information more immediate.  Specifically, in paying for a food item, the 
consumer experiences an immediate effect of the purchase – the amount of money given up.  
Alternatively, the nutrition information has no immediate impact, other than the projection of the 
uncertain health benefits into the future.  However, the nutrition information is providing a signal 
as to the quality of the food and a common procedure in economics is to reflect the value of 
quality immediately using a quality adjusted price (e.g., Berndt chpt. 4 1990).  A quality adjusted 
price effectively adjust prices of the different items for different levels of quality.  In the present 
context we first utilize the online software at NutritionData.com to obtain the “completeness score” for each combo.  The completeness score is based on the nutrient balance of 23 essential 
nutrients and ranges from 0 to 100: a higher score the better.  This nutrient profile score is then 
used to either deflate the price (B) or inflate the price (V).  We consider both a deflated price, 
indicating the ‘real cost’ in terms of nutrients is actually less than paid, and an inflated price, 
indicating your are paying less than it is worth in terms of nutrition, because we expect the 
alternative formats may have different impacts based on the behavioral economics literature 
related to loss aversion and framing effects. 
Each menu is accompanied by a patron survey card for the parent to complete (Figure 2).  
This brief survey card identifies the patron’s member number, age of each child, gender of each 
child, and which combo was ordered for each child.  It also asks the parent to choose the most 
important reason for choosing the meal from the list: (1) Children likes it and will eat it; (2) 
Nutritional value; (3) Cost/value; and (4) Other.  Finally, and most important, at the bottom of 
the survey card are five pie charts indicating the decision split on the choices between the parent 
and child: (1)Parent only; (2) 75% Parent, 25% Child (3) 50% Parent, 50% Child; (4) 25% 
Parent, 75% Child; and (5) Child only.  We hypothesize that the more decision power the child 
has, the less impact more sophisticated menu labeling (I, B, and V) will have on choices.  In 
addition, we would expect parents to become more engaged in decisions as information became 
more sophisticated. 
Preliminary Results and Some Future Questions to be Answered 
Each menu is run for two months and we are presently collecting data on the Nutrition bargain 
price menu (B).  Table 1 shows the main results we have at this time.  As seen, the Mean number 
of calories per item purchased was 623 kcal for the control menu (C), 616 kcal for the nutrition information menu (I), and 642 for the healthy symbol menu (S).  Note in the bottom part of table 
1 the pattern of decision making.  Children are making the decision alone in 52% of the 
transactions in the control menu (C), 46% in the nutrition information menu (I), and 63% in the 
healthy symbol (S).  These numbers imply that parents get more involved when the nutrition 
information is displayed quantitatively versus in a symbol form and note the calories reflect this 
relationship: calories are lower when parents are more involved in decision making.  
We will be testing many hypotheses in the future once all the data is in hand: does the 
distribution of food choices move toward more healthy choices when nutrition information is 
available?  Are there significant differences in effects on choices by information format (i.e., 
calories/fat quantity, healthy symbol, and the nutrition index adjusted price)? Do parents become 
more engaged over time with different menu formats? Is one type of nutrition adjusted price 
more effective than another at reducing calories? 
Conclusions 
This paper reports very preliminary results from experiments with child menu labeling in a 
family style restaurant setting.  The goal of the research is to consider menu-choice architecture 
and its affect on food choices.  In addition, interest centers on the degree to which parents and 
children distribute the choice making process.  At this point, the very early evidence points 
toward child-menu labeling having very little impact on food choices and this is likely due to the 
fact that children are the main ones deciding what to eat. 
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Purchased 
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Control   87,880 kcal  141  623 kcal 
Nutrition  43,155 kcal  70  616 kcal 
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